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 2 
Introduction: 
 
Too often the great decisions are originated and given form in bodies made up wholly of men, or so 
completely dominated by them that whatever of special value women have to offer is shunted aside 
without expression.     
- Eleanor Roosevelt1 
 
When J. Ann Tickner started her college education in international relations (IR) in the early 
1960s, she was one of only three women in her class to study such an important field.2 
Gradually, during her career as a professor, the numbers of female IR students rose but never to 
an extent that would suggest equal interest and career options. She deduced that 20th-century IR 
is a patriarchal world, ǲwomen have rarely been portrayed as actors on the stage of international politics.ǳ3 What would she say if she saw todayǯs gender ratio of IR students? When my class 
started studying IR in 2014, the number of women compared to men was 29 to 21. Even though 
this is only one university and therefore can hardly be a legitimate comparison, this means that 
the balance of IR students at least in Leiden is heavier on the female side and therefore offers a 
different picture compared to the one at the beginning of the 1960s in Harvard.  
 
This thesis will analyse if IR is moving towards a less patriarchal structure by looking at the 
discourse on female political leaders. The reason for evaluating this change is that in the last 20 
years, the number of females in high political positions has not only risen, but their performance 
has proven time and time again that women are as capable of running international and national 
affairs as men. By looking at the discourse, it will be examined what the different perspectives 
on female political leaders are in the beginning of the 21st century. Furthermore this thesis will 
investigate if this means a change in the approach to international relations from a dominant 
patriarchal world to a study that not only includes female perspectives but also values them for 
their additional insights.  
 
The topic is situated in between different fields of literature. On the one hand, there is feminist 
literature that deals with the position women have in the field of IR; on the other hand literature 
on the relationship between female politicians and the media makes up a substantial part of this 
research. Both handle to some extend the role female politicians play and have played in politics, 
but there is no mentioning if this means a challenge to the patriarchal structure in IR. This gap in 
the literature will be analysed in this thesis. The reason for evaluating this hypothesis lies in the 
                                                        
1 Tickner (1992) p.1. 
2 Ibid p. 1. 
3 Ibid preface. 
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opportunities for growth that are created by highlighting the situation as it is right now, so new 
incentives for future improvements can be created.  
 
The method used in this thesis to analyse the mentioned hypothesis will be a discourse analysis. 
As a form of critical theorizing, the goal of discourse analysis is to demonstrate and explain the 
relationship between social and textual processes.4 It can be divided into spoken and written 
discourse analysis; both will be applied here in the form of speeches, newspaper articles, and 
surveys. By implementing an analytical view on the discourse surrounding female political 
leaders in the beginning of the 21st century, it will be examined if the discourse has changed 
from the way it has been portrayed by previous IR scholars.5 The discourse itself reflects and 
reinforces the knowledge, and therefore portrays what Foucault explained as the relationship 
between knowledge and power. By looking at the narratives, the structuring of the world 
becomes obvious, which at first seems random, but turns out to be manufactured. ǲ)n other 
words, intersubjective meanings quasi-causally affect certain actions not by directly or 
inevitably determining them but rather by rendering these actions plausible or implausible, acceptable or unacceptable, conceivable or inconceivable, respectable or disreputable, etc.ǳ6 The 
discourse analysis highlights this undercurrent and therefore is the perfect tool to unveil a 
change when it is still in its beginnings and therefore potentially fragile and hard to grasp.  
 
The first chapter is concerned with the theoretical background of the subject and will introduce 
the feminist discourse on gender in international relations. The second chapter will summarize 
the last centuryǯs female participation in positions of power, so that a comparison to this centuryǯs situation will be feasible. The third chapter will portray and compare three female 
leaders in power today and how their achievements reflect back on the IR discourse. The fourth 
chapter will analyse the representation of the discourse in the media in relation to the three 
leaders, and the fifth chapter will contemplate the findings of the previous chapters in relation to 
their relevance for the thesis question. The thesis question is: Considering the role female 
political leaders have played in recent international events, can we say that international 
relations is moving to a less patriarchal structure?  
 
 
 
 
                                                        
4 Jackson (2007) p. 395. 
5 Examples would be Elshtainǯs ȋͳͻͺ͹Ȍ, Enloe ȋͳͻͺͻȌ, Tickner ȋͳͻͻʹȌ, Sylvester ȋʹͲͲʹȌ, explained further 
in chapter 1.  
6 Yee (1996) p. 97. 
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1. Gender and International Relations 
 ǲ)nternational Relations has been described as a Ǯcrudely patriarchal discourseǯǳ.7 Jill Steans 
sums up the starting point of the thesis with this statement. Sylvia Walby defines patriarchy as ǲa system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women.ǳ8 She argues that in the last century there has been a change in some areas and ways in 
which the patriarchy manifests itself. From reducing the gap in wages between men and women 
to having equal chances in educational access, there has been improvement in some degrees. 
This might have led to some commentators arguing that the patriarchy has been eliminated.9 
Walby argues that instead of eliminating patriarchy, the movement has gone from a private to a public form of patriarchy. This form of patriarchy is ǲbased principally in public sites such as employment and the state.ǳ10 
From a feminist perspective, there have been multiple scholarly examinations of gender in IR in 
the last 30 years that analyse how IR is influenced by the gendered structures that dominate our 
thinking, acting and reacting in our social and political world. The study of feminism in IR 
started during the 1980s with remarkable works like Cynthia Enloeǯs Bananas, Beaches and 
Bases. Suddenly the following question needed answering: Where are the women in 
international relations?11 Other scholars like J. Ann Tickner, Christine Sylvester and Rebecca 
Grant discussed gender issues, which are deeply engrained into the habits of conventional IR.  
 )n everyday custom, Ǯgenderǯ and Ǯsexǯ are often used interchangeably. Some might even go so far 
as to say that gender differences are rooted in natural differences between men and women. 
Feminists claim that these gender stereotypes are socially constructed and not something one is born with. Through the use of this Ǯcommon knowledgeǯ, people who are different were 
historically characterized as Ǯqueerǯ, and therefore the view served to justify forms of social 
discrimination.12 ǲFeminists pointed out that rather than reflecting the personality traits of men 
and women, ideas about gender were used to justify unequal treatment and thus provided an important ideological justification for a specific form of social inequality.ǳ13 Unfortunately those 
ideas were deeply ingrained in society, institutions and practises, so a whole new way of 
thinking had to be characterized. The state, as a patriarchal power, served as the means to 
ensure gender inequalities, therefore the change also had to involve the way women are 
represented in state institutions.  
                                                        
7 Steans (2006) p. 1. 
8 Walby, S. (1990) p. 20. 
9 Steans (2006) p. 23. 
10 Ibid p. 24. 
11 Ibid p.24. 
12 Ibid p. 8. 
13 Ibid p. 9. 
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Different forms of feminism emerged: Liberal feminism highlights the underrepresentation of 
women in positions of power, and the need for women to start putting their interests on the international relationsǯ agenda.14 Standpoint feminism tries to articulate the experiences and 
perspectives of women in IR and criticises the mainstream approaches of realism and 
neorealism that exclude the feminist perspectives. Critical feminism shares similarities with 
Marxist-feminism as it focuses on gender as a social relationship of inequality. However, the 
focus of critical feminism lies more in the power of ideas and ideologies in reproducing gender 
dichotomies.15 Poststructuralist feminism can be perceived as the most radical approach in the 
field since it questions the very possibility of Ǯ)Rǯ: ǲTruth and meaning are always in doubt and 
forms of identity in question, so sovereign claims to shape human identities, construct linear histories and impose social and political boundaries are necessarily problematic.ǳ16 From a 
poststructural feminist perspective, any attempts to reconstruct IR theory in a more gender 
balanced version can only lead to a marginalization and displacement of a range of important 
other feminist perspectives and is therefore inherently flawed.  
 
Critiques on feminism hold that the charges are exaggerated and that the gender inequality 
portrayed by feminists has been solved in recent years. Furthermore they argue that feminists produce Ǯknowledgeǯ about )R and therefore enhance and create the gendered nature they claim 
to suffer from.17 The primary focus on the micro level, the critique further argues, doesnǯt serve 
to grasp the bigger picture either, since the IR system not only consists of numbers and quotas, 
but of a complex, hierarchical system that calls for different qualities in different sectors. 
Equating the numbers would not change the problems that are rooted in societyǯs most basic 
expectations of what women can and cannot do.18   
 
In the course of this thesis, different feminist lenses will be applied to look at the topic. Since the 
subject matter is on female politicians in power, a liberal feminist viewpoint seems the best 
starting point, from where an analysis of current trends in leadership positions can lead towards 
deeper insights into the patriarchal nature of todayǯs international relations. Furthermore it will 
be analysed how female political leaders supported other women to get into higher positions 
and what their overall feminist agenda is.  
 
 
 
                                                        
14 Steans (2006) p.12. 
15 Ibid p. 15. 
16 Ibid p. 16. 
17 Ibid p. 5. 
18 Peterson (2003) p. 36-37. 
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2.  20th-century women participation in IR 
 
Considering that IR only emerged as a study and academic discipline in the last century after the 
First World War, it is sensible to start looking at womenǯs participation since ͳͻͳͻ. Of course, a 
more thorough analysis could look back at different times and societies where women were part 
of the decision-making process in politics or even represented the highest position as the chosen 
leader. Unfortunately, the Cleopatras and Boudiccas of the past will not be included in this 
thesis, but they should not simply be forgotten, as has often been the case in the 20th-century 
discourse about female participation in IR, because women havenǯt always been on the sidelines. 
The typical housewife of the 1960s had little in common with a warrior queen who led an attack 
against the Roman invaders, but regrettably politicians then put women easily in neatly packed 
categories of housewives and child bearers. Donald Regan for example, the White House chief of 
staff in 1985, stated to the Washington Post in relation to the superpower summit in Geneva that 
women were not capable of understanding the issues that mattered at the meeting, from what 
was happening in Afghanistan to human rights concerns.19   
 
The outcry in feminist ranks following this remark showed that many women were no longer 
content to be reduced to such stereotypes.20 Reality demonstrated however how even women in 
higher-ranking positions in politics were more often not taken seriously. Jean Kirkpatrick was 
appointed ambassador to the United Nations (UN) in 1981, and yet despite her visibility and 
strong stance on political issues, she complained later that she did not receive respect by her 
fellow UN representatives and foreign policy peers, that they rarely listened to what she had to 
say, ǲand that she failed to have any effect whatsoever on the course of American foreign policy.ǳ21 
 
Women who defied these societal expectations and rose above their status were the exception, 
and were often categorized in new stereotypes since they didnǯt fit into the old ones: the Ǯiron 
ladyǯ image. Margaret Thatcher, Golda Meir, Indira Ghandi, Benazir Bhutto and so many other 
female leaders that defied the odds and made it to the top only to be characterized as strong-
willed, manly and stern.22 It seemed as if the only way for these female politicians to become 
successful in a male-dominated area was to become just like men. Cynthia Enloe phrases it accordingly: ǲThe national political arena is dominated by men but allows women some select 
                                                        
19 The Stanford Daily, Volume 188, Issue 44, 21 November 1985. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Tickner (1992) p.7. 
22 Steinberg (2008) p. 37. 
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access; the international political arena is a sphere for men only, or for those rare women who can successfully play at being men, or at least not shake masculine presumptions.ǳ23   
According to Tickner, ǲthis celebration of male power, particularly the glorification of the male warrior, produces more of a gender dichotomy than exists in reality.ǳ24 Until today, these 
stereotypes persist, the best example being the most powerful person in the world, according to 
the Forbes ranking, Vladimir Putin.25 One look at his campaign photos reveals overwhelming male leaderǯs stereotypes: He presents himself as a hunter, bare-chested with an axe in one 
hand; as a warrior, engaging in martial arts; even on horseback.26 By holding on to those kind of 
male leader stereotypes, it is hard for women leaders to stake their claim in IR, since they could 
never fit this portrayal of leadership without losing credibility. A new image of leadership would 
have to emerge.  
So how far does the acceptance of females as equally competent political leaders go in todayǯs 
discourse about leadership? Is it still constrained by pre-determined social structures, with a 
few outstanding exceptions, or are the old stereotypes finally starting to change? 
In the following it will be analysed if and how the discourse of women in political leadership 
positions has changed by analysing how other leaders, the media and the public perceive them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        
23 Enloe (2000) p. 13. 
24 Ibid p.8. 
25 Forbes. The Worldǯs most powerful People. 
26 Sperling, Valerie (2015, February 17) Why Putin – and some of his female fans – go shirtless. The World 
Post. 
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3. Women in power in the 21st century 
 
After highlighting the situation in the 20th century for women in politics, the next chapter will 
deal with three female politicians today that represent through their performance the situation 
in IR for women in the political world. Various scholars, namely Steinberg and Genovese, have 
compared female politicians before. The following comparison will focus on their background 
and rise to power, how they are perceived by the public and other politicians and how the glass 
ceilings restricted them in their position. Examples from other politicians in similar situations 
will broaden the scope of the paper to make it more accessible to the reader.  
 
If Putin is the most powerful person in 2014 according to the Forbes ranking, then which women 
make the list? For the tenth year running, Angela Merkel was rated the most powerful woman in 
2015; she is ranked number five in the overall ranking that includes both sexes.27 Reasons for 
Mrs. Merkelǯs continuously highest ranking are her part in the handling of the Euro crisis28 and 
her position as chancellor of one of the strongest economies in Europe. When she was elected 
chancellor in Germany in 2005, it was only against a slight majority to the Social Democratic 
Party. Her rise to power came unexpected since her quiet demeanour led many people to 
underestimate what she was capable of.29 That changed quickly when she separated ties with 
her former mentor Helmut Kohl and took control of the party. Gradually, she outmanoeuvred 
her political opponents to acquire her position today; a position she holds with a firm hand. Her 
approval rate among the German voters is consistently around 70%30, a number that other 
heads of state can only dream of.31 Most Germans think she did competent political work trying 
to save Greece from leaving the Euro-zone32, her tactics of taking small steps and not letting 
herself be pushed into a corner by the other EU leaders and the USA helped her keep control of 
the situation. She is considered an essential leader in Europe.33 One of her biographers even called her the ǮChancellor of Europeǯ34, a title that does not come without problems for a German 
head of state, considering the countryǯs past. Merkelǯs best asset is considered to be that she is 
calm and an analytical thinker who calculates all outcomes before making any moves and 
without any pretentious behaviour – traits she probably learned as a physicist before her 
                                                        
27 Forbes. The Worldǯs ͳͲͲ most powerful Women. 
28 Even though at the moment the Euro crisis is having new/old problems considering the Greek, Mrs. 
Merkel is as of summer 2015 still in the midst of it trying to save Greece from leaving the EU. 
29 Packer, George (2014, December 1). The quiet German. The astonishing rise of Angela Merkel, the most 
powerful women in the world. The New Yorker. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Obamaǯs approval ratings range between ͶͲ-50 %, Hollande rates in the 20s, Cameron reached 37 % at 
the last elections in 2015. 
32 Freiburg, Friederike (2012, August 2) Umfrage in Euro-Krise: Spitzenwerte für Merkel. Spiegel Online. 
33 (ill, Steven ȋʹͲͳͲ, August ͳͺȌ Angela Merkel: The Worldǯs ǮMost Valuable Leaderǯ. Social Europe.  
34 Forbes. The Worldǯs ͳͲͲ most powerful Women. 
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political career.35 In this way she seems non-threatening despite her powerful position and can 
mediate in difficult situations, like the Ukraine crisis.36  
 
On the other hand, some southern European countries, especially much of Greeceǯs, Spainǯs and Portugalǯs population, have a different image of the German chancellor. During heated moments 
of discussion in the EU crisis in 2012 when Merkel visited Greece, she was greeted by 
demonstrators who showed her their open disliking for her austerity measures. They called her ǲHitler-Merkelǳ, greeting her with swastikas and Hitler-moustaches.37 A big part of the Greek 
population, according to population polls, accused her of trying to ruin the southern European 
states and benefitting from the new savings policy.38 Their anger is rooted in a consistent decline 
in economics, increased unemployment and no hope of change in sight. Greek population 
surveys asked whether they wanted more politicians like Merkel, the majority declined.39 And 
Spanish and Portuguese newspapers have a similar rhetoric. ǲMerkel is a symbol of all the 
political mistakes that have affected our country, said Joao Camargo, an activist who studied 
economics at the London School of Economics. Of course, debt is a big problem for Portugal and 
many European countries. But Angela Merkel's policies are not only a threat to Portugal, Spain 
and Greece, but for all of Europe.ǳ40  
 
Nevertheless Angela Merkel is a good example of a female political leader who challenges the 
discourse of patriarchy in IR. She has been leading her country towards prosperity and security 
through all her terms and has been re-elected twice for this. Feminist perspectives on national 
security claim that womenǯs definition of security is more multidimensional and multilevel, and 
therefore not as much centred on the realist perspective of each state for themselves.41 But is 
Angela Merkel a feminist? The answer is not very likely, if you ask feminist spokespersons in 
Germany about their chancellor.42 When it comes to equal payment for women or female 
participation in politics, she has changed little since the beginning of her first term. Her interests 
lay in the general improvement of the German economy, reduction of unemployment, health 
                                                        
35 Packer, George (2014, December 1). The quiet German. The astonishing rise of Angela Merkel, the most 
powerful women in the world. The New Yorker. 
36 Barkin, Noah (2014, March 7) Cold War shapes complex Merkel-Putin relationship. Reuters.  
37 Spiegel Online (2013, March 24) Europäisches Deutschlandbild: Bewundert, beneidet, belächelt. Spiegel 
Online. 
38 Blome, Nikolaus et al. ȋʹͲͳͷ, March ʹ͵Ȍ ǮThe Fourth Reichǯ: What Some Europeans See When They Look 
at Germany. Spiegel Online. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Wagner, Tilo ȋʹͲͳʹ, November ͳͳȌ Portuguese protest ahead of Merkelǯs visit. Die Deutsche Welle.  
41 Tickner (1992) p.66. 
42 Dowling, S. (2009, September 24) Does Angela Merkel deserve to be a feminist icon? Spiegel online 
international.  
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care reforms, and the future of the countryǯs energy development.43 The only time her gender 
plays any role seems to be during election year, when she suddenly talks about shopping lists 
and cooking recipes, to appear more attractive to the female voters who are statistically the 
bigger voting group in Germany.44 This stereotype of ǮMuttiǯ, a German endearment for Ǯmotherǯ, 
was first introduced by rivals in the conservative party to mock her, but was later embraced by 
Merkel as well as the German public.45 Like Putin, Merkel created a stereotype that was easier 
embraced by the public, but nevertheless has little to do with the actual person that is portrayed. 
In her speeches, she is neither affectionate nor Ǯmotherlyǯ. Like many female leaders before her, the title as the Ǯironǯ chancellor is not associated with motherly tenderness and charm, but with 
willpower and strength. ǲ)n referring to gender stereotypes, it is worth emphasizing that this is 
not necessarily negative (or indeed positive) for women and men; rather it emphasizes the role 
of cognitive shortcuts which function to facilitate judgements where citizens lack extensive information.ǳ46  
 
It is interesting to observe that the most powerful woman of our time is not really considered 
feminine47; she appears almost asexual, her rhetoric calm, without any charisma or eloquence.48 
And even though she is married, she has no children. In an aging society like Germany where 
less and less children are born to the academic upper class, what kind of a role model is she for 
aspiring young women who want to follow in her footsteps? Does a political career like hers 
demand a sacrifice for other parts of oneǯs life? If equal participation of women in politics is 
desirable, does the system first have to change, so that women can be successful politicians and 
have children at the same time? Is this even possible? On the other hand, if we look at the age at 
which female heads of state get elected into office, they were all past the conventional time of 
childbearing. Merkel was ͷͳ when she became chancellor, Argentinaǯs president Christina 
Ferrnandez de Kirchner was 54 when she moved into office, and Brazilian president Dilma 
Rousseff was 63. The latter two both have children, so maybe the highest office isnǯt 
irreconcilable with having another life as a mother after all. But a political career doesnǯt start 
when one gets elected president; it is only the apogee when all the hard work of the previous 
years comes together. Merkel started working in politics at age 35, a latecomer compared to 
women like Nicola Sturgeon, the leader of the Scottish National Party who joined the party at age 
16. Sturgeon never had children either, even though she claims she never made the conscious 
                                                        
43 Packer, George (2014, December 1). The quiet German. The astonishing rise of Angela Merkel, the most 
powerful women in the world. The New Yorker. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Müller-Vogg, Hugo (2013, September 20) Mutti ist die beste. Cicero. 
46 Pippa Norris, in Murray (2010) p. Xvi. 
47 Packer, George (2014, December 1). The quiet German. The astonishing rise of Angela Merkel, the most 
powerful women in the world. The New Yorker. 
48 Ibid. 
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decision against it. Her work was just too demanding, keeping her too busy for other 
commitments.49  
 
Returning to the discourse about female political leaders in the 21st century, another name 
appears in the headlines of all important newspapers frequently: the worldǯs second most 
powerful woman, Hilary Clinton.50 The former Secretary of State during President Obamaǯs first 
term is currently the candidate with the highest chances of becoming president of the USA in 
next yearǯs elections.51 What does it mean that one of the most powerful (and historically 
patriarchal52) countries in the world might be finally ready to have itǯs first female president? 
When Clinton was running against Obama for the presidential candidacy of the democrats in 
2008, people were speculating what would come first: a female president or a black one.53 Both 
are marginalised groups in society facing discrimination and a lack of representation in the 
world of politics, but in 2009 the US was more ready for an African-American president than a 
female one. Is it because African-American men had voting rights 50 years before women of any 
colour could vote as well? Maybe an African-American male president was considered still more 
competent than a female one. And how much does it influence the current development for 
females in politics that Hilary Clinton is the wife of the former president Bill Clinton? 
Statistically, more female politicians made it to high leadership positions who have a husband or family member in politics than those who donǯt.54 As a former First Lady, Hillary was introduced 
into the world of politics during her husbandǯs candidacy and presidency, but started her own 
career only two years after his resignation as the first female senator of New York. From there 
one, she climbed the political ladder, running for the presidential candidate of the republicans in 
2008 and again 2015.  
 
Rainbow Murray analyses in his book Cracking the Highest Glass Ceiling: A Global Comparison of 
Women’s Campaigns for Executive Office how gender stereotypes shape the course and outcome 
of an electoral campaign for women running for Office. In one of his case studies he explains how (ilary Clintonǯs first campaign failed through stereotypes that limit womenǯs perceived credibility as national leaders. ǲThese stereotypes, which have been widely noted in studies of 
American electoral candidates, are one of the reasons why there has never been a U.S woman 
                                                        
49 Kelly, Mary (2015, April 21) Is not having children the price women such as Nicola Sturgeon pay for 
political success? Belfast Telegraph. 
50 Again this is based on the 2015 Forbes magazine rating. 
51 Forbes. The Worldǯs ͳͲͲ most powerful Women. (illary Clinton.  
52 The analysis of the patriarchal discourse in America is for example: Dowler (2002) Women on the 
frontlines: Rethinking war narratives post 9/11. 
53 Debate.org Clinton vs. Obama: Is the first female president more important than a black president?  
54 Murray (2010) p. 21.  
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president.ǳ55 Nonetheless her strong appearance during her time as Secretary of State on issues 
like supporting smart power and diplomatic ties to the Middle East have helped her keep up a 
high profile as the next presidential candidate for the elections in 2016.  
 
The negative perspectives on her potential as the next president get almost as much attention as 
the positive ones. Many question her overall achievements as a Secretary of State56. The 
Whitewater controversy is also one of the arguments people voice when it comes to questioning 
her credibility.57  Furthermore she often gets criticized for only saying what people want to hear 
instead of having her own opinion on political issues.58  
 
The fact that she gets so much attention, both positive and negative, means she is on peopleǯs 
radar, which in turn helps her for her presidency. The question will be whether her positive 
image will outweigh her negative ballast and if the old stereotypes about female leadership will 
potentially outweigh her campaign once more. Other than Merkel, Clinton has a strong stance 
supporting womenǯs rights and equality. Together with her husband she launched the Full 
Participation Project, an initiative of the Clinton Foundation, which examines the progress 
considering female participation in the two last decades and identifies where there is still work 
to do.59 A progress report highlights the findings of the project and thus is supposed to 
encourage the next generation of young females to develop to their full potential.  
 
Comparing Merkel and Clinton, it becomes obvious that they are different kinds of female 
leaders. Merkel is unapproachable, almost cold in her relationship with the media. Clinton has a 
complicated relationship with the media, because of her past dealings that involved her husbandǯs scandals60, but nevertheless she engages to a far greater extend with the media than 
the German chancellor.61 Merkel has much more experience with the actual handling of 
international affairs, since she is in office for her third term now; Clinton still has to reach the 
aspired position at the top of the US. Both women are the first to reach this kind of position in 
their countries, although in Clintonǯs case this is still a hypothetical scenario, which might not 
come true. With this, they send a signal to the world that things are changing in IR, that women 
are ready and able to take their place as leaders in a patriarchal domain. The signal is answered 
in many places around the world and others claim their firsts as well, as Dilma Rousseff became 
                                                        
55 Ibid p.3-4. 
56 Adesnik, David ȋʹͲͳͶ, October ͸Ȍ (illary Canǯt Name Top Accomplishment As Secretary Of State. Forbes. 
57 Washington Post timeline of Whitewater.  
58 (arper, Jennifer ȋʹͲͳͷ, March ʹͶȌ (illary Clinton: ͹ʹ percent of Americans say sheǯll run for president, 
only 42 percent want her to. The Washington Times. 
59 Andersen, Erika (2012, March 26) The Results Are In: Women Are Better Leaders. Forbes. 
60 Engel, Pamela (2015, April 13) How Hillary Clinton dealt with the Monica Lewinsky scandal when she 
was in the White House. Business Insider UK.  
61 National Public Radio ȋʹͲͳͷ, March ʹͻȌ Clinton Seeks a ǮNew Relationshipǯ With the Press. 
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the first female president of Brazil in 2010, Christina Fernandez de Kirchner became the first 
elected female president of Argentina in 2007 and South Korea elected its first female president, 
Park Geun-hye, in 2013.  
 
Another interesting female political leader is Helen Clark. Even though Mrs. Clark has been only 
the Prime Minister of the small country New Zealand, her achievements overall make her a 
worthy candidate in the portrayed leadership profiles. She was the first female elected Prime 
Minister of New Zealand in 1999 and was re-elected for two terms. After losing the fourth term 
in 2008, she moved on to become the head of the United Nations Development Programme (she 
is the first women to head this office as well) and therefore, according to Forbes62, became the 
most powerful woman in the United Nations (UN). Additionally, she is rumoured to be one of the 
more likely candidates to become successor to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon next year.63 
Like Merkel, she is married to a professor who teaches at a university and has no children, a fact 
that was used by the media and from her colleges as a source to challenge her credibility as a 
woman.64 She went through difficult times when, after taking over the labour party in 1993, she 
had a personal poll rating of just 2%.65 She recovered from this low point by not giving up when 
she had almost no support from the public. ǲYouǯve just got to keep standing there,ǳ66 was her 
motto when she doubted if there was ever going to be a better time for her party. She ended up 
becoming Prime Minister in an election that featured another women as her competing 
candidate. During her terms, she supported the promotion of women in politics. When she left 
office, New Zealandǯs governor general, attorney general, and cabinet secretary and speaker 
were all women (a number that has unfortunately slowly declined since then).67  
 
Clark has been compared to Margaret Thatcher and Angela Merkel for her tough political stance 
and maybe even more, her unfeminine behaviour. ǲTo succeed, (elen Clark felt she had to be Ǯtoughǯ: Ǯ)f women are seen to be emotional, they are almost written off as unfit to do the jobǯ, she noted.ǳ68 Furthermore Clark specified, ǲThere was a lot of very gender-based criticism. You know, ǮYour voice is too low, your teeth are too crookedǯ. They donǯt like your hairstyle, they donǯt like your clothes. )n fact, they donǯt really like anything about you, and maybe this all adds 
up to [the notion] that they donǯt really like a woman doing what youǯre doing.ǳ69  
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Scholarly examinations of female leadership behaviour explained how ǲwomen leaders may also 
find it difficult to strike the appropriate balance between being strong and effective (e.g., ThatcherȌ while also meeting societal demands for warmth and likeability.ǳ70 For women like 
Clark, Merkel and Clinton, who live in a time where old leader stereotypes clash with new female 
empowerment, it is hard to walk a fine line between giving the voters what they expect but also 
distinguishing themselves from their male counterparts as competent leaders. Former Australian politician Cheryl Kernot phrases it accordingly: ǲ) think with respect to deal-doing 
thereǯs an underlying expectation of female politicians which is a bit different from our 
underlying expectation of male politicians. Thatǯs around the issue that female politicians should 
be women first and politicians second but male politicians are allowed to be politicians first and behave in this position.ǳ71 Merkel, Clinton, and Clark all had to deal with this kind of gender-
specific stereotyping during their careers; however, the degree to which this influenced their 
chances as leaders can hardly be measured.  
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4. Female politicians and the media 
 
In her book Women Political Leaders and the Media, Donatella Campus dissected how the two 
subjects relate to each other. She divided her analysis into quantity (how often are the female 
leaders visible) and quality (what is said about them). Campus found out that older studies 
showed a visible discrimination in terms of visibility and subject, even with prominent 
politicians like Margaret Thatcher.72 This discrimination has declined in recent years, a study by 
Falk in 2010 showed that Hillary Clinton received only slightly less attention from the press than 
her competitor Barack Obama.73 On the other hand, even in the first months when she was still 
leading in polls before Obama, she received less media coverage than Obama, which does not 
correlate to the attention given to her.74  
 
Overall, Campus concludes, Clinton overcame the barricades experienced by female candidates 
before her.75 Even though this cannot be said for the 2007 French presidential campaign, where 
Ségolène Royal received considerably less media coverage than Sarkozy, ǲthe majority of cases 
analysed all over the world support the view that the gap in the quantity of coverage is closingǳ.76 This was also evident in the amount of media coverage during the German chancellor 
elections in 2005, 2009 and 2013 for Merkel and in New Zealand for Clark77 (even though Clark 
is a special case, since she ran first against another women).  
 
 The quality of the coverage is a different subject altogether. The general belief that female 
politicians have to deal more with subjects like gender, marital and parental status, and physical 
appearance, finds much evidence in different studies.78 Furthermore, the media has a preference to link stereotypically Ǯmale issuesǯ ȋeconomy, military, foreign politicsȌ to male candidates and stereotypically Ǯfemale issuesǯ ȋeducation, healthcare, family and youth) to female candidates.79 This goes in line with the ǲhypothesis that gender stereotypes on personal traits drive expectations that women and men have different areas of expertise.ǳ80  
 
When Merkel was first elected into the Bundestag, she was appointed as Minister for Women 
and Youth, even though she claimed that, with a doctorate in physical chemistry, she had no idea 
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about the subjectǯs fine issues.81 Nevertheless, for a woman to start her political career, the 
typical women-areas were often the only option. Later on she was promoted to Minister for the 
Environment and Nuclear Safety, a subject more closely related to her original expertise.  
Helen Clark served through all her terms as Prime Minister also as Minister for Arts, Culture and 
Heritage. Before she became Prime Minister, she served first as Minister of Housing, then as 
Minister of Conversation, followed by the post of Minister of Health before becoming Deputy 
Prime Minister.  
During her time as a Senator, Hillary Clinton served on five Senate committees: the Committee 
on Environment and Public Works; the Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions; 
the Committee on Armed Services, the Committee on the Budget and the Special Committee on 
Aging.  
 
The examples show how all three women served in positions associated more commonly with 
women expertise, at least in the beginning of their political careers. Even though this pattern is 
not found consistently (Clinton served on the Committee on Armed Services, for example), the 
trend goes in the general direction and therefore acknowledges Campusǯ hypothesis about 
stereotypes shaping expectations on what women and men are better at.   
 
The preference of the media to cover female politicians appearance instead of their political 
issues is also evident in the following examples: During the 2008 US presidential elections, Tina 
Fey and Amy Poehler impersonated Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton in a sketch about female politicianǯs media representation.82 )n the sketch, the two Ǯpoliticiansǯ complained about the mediaǯs use of stereotypes like Ǯharpyǯ, Ǯshrewǯ, or Ǯboner-shrinkerǯ83 to diminish them, instead of seeing the political agenda they were campaigning for. ǲDiscussions about Clintonǯs masculine features and Palinǯs attractiveness prevent voters from perceiving the candidates as legitimate 
contenders for public office, and distract voters from evaluating the women based on their qualifications.ǳ84 The publicǯs reaction to the sketch was very positive85, which shows that many 
people are aware that female politicians have to deal with the mediaǯs scrutiny in a way that male politicians donǯt. 
 
When Angela Merkel visited Oslo for the grand opening of the new opera house, national and 
international newspapers were excited to see the normally up-tight chancellor in a feminine 
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evening dress that showed a fair amount of cleavage. ǲMerkelǯs weapons of mass distractionǳ 
read a newspaper headline in London on the day after the event.86 As a response, the German chancellor tried to downplay the event by pointing out ǲthere certainly wouldnǯt be a discussion like this with a man ȋas chancellorȌ.ǳ87 Murray criticises as well how ǲthe media objectify women 
and frame them as sexual and visual rather than powerful and intellectual.ǳ88  
 
At least the event in Oslo provoked mostly positive reactions from the press; other images during Merkelǯs time as chancellor werenǯt as welcoming. )n Greece and Spain demonstrators 
often featured her image with a Hitler moustache or with a swastika in the background, some 
newspapers caught on to this rhetoric as well.89 Besides the reference to the past relations of 
Germany and Greece during the Second World War, those portrayals often underline the 
masculine side of her leadership style. There are little if any feminine pictures of her from the 
southern European countries, even though appealing to her female side might have seemed less 
radical.  
 ǲThe heavily gendered coverage of candidates for executive office has not gone unnoticed, either by the public or by the candidates themselves.ǳ90 Some journalists have even written pieces 
about the overtly sexist comments of their peers. On the other hand, exposing these comments 
might draw attention to the subject in an emphasized way and furthermore portray the female 
candidates as victims. Female leaders often have to walk a fine line between challenging negative stereotypes in the media and being portrayed as Ǯsore losersǯ.91 Former Australian 
Prime Minister Julia Gillard has been subjected to heavy negative media coverage, which was 
often specifically about her gender.92 In a famous speech in parliament that condemned the 
misogynist behaviour towards her from the leader of the opposition, she put into frank words 
what many female politicians had to deal with from their colleges and the media on a frequent 
basis.93 The speech was praised in Australia and abroad for its brave stance, the Australian Macquarie Dictionary even updated its definition of Ǯmisogynyǯ to a more encompassing 
explanation.94 From the former definition as Ǯhatred of womenǯ it now included Ǯentrenched prejudice against womenǯ. The reactions werenǯt all positive though; unfortunately in the next 
year, inner party disagreements led to Gillard calling for a re-vote that she lost to her 
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predecessor Kevin Rudd. ǲPolitical analysts say that Australia has strong economy and low 
unemployment rate under Ms Gillard's regime but that her feminist stance had put the male voters to their limit.ǲ95 She ended her term on a positive note, saying: ǲWhat ) am absolutely 
confident of is it will be easier for the next woman and the woman after that and the woman after that… and )ǯm proud of that…ǳ96 
 
Helen Clark has experience with this kind of treatment as well, both from her colleagues and the 
media. She chose to look past it, even though it annoyed her at the beginning of her career. ǲBut, 
you know, if you found all that hurtful then you're probably not going to be able to survive these 
jobs. You have to be able to dismiss it, and I seem to have developed a style, where [journalists] 
always knew that I'd get to a point and say 'move on', you know, 'get over it'.ǳ97  
Clarke learned early on in her political career the importance of presenting herself right. During 
the poll-crisis at the beginning of her time as head of the labour party, she had to systematically 
change her style and looks to appear more attractive to both the media and the public. She concluded, ǲYou can have the most brilliant ideas and the greatest vision and a lot of strengths in 
every respect, but if you appear on television and people are mesmerised by what you're wearing or your hairstyle, they won't hear anything you say at all.ǲ98 
 
Angela Merkel had the same problem at the beginning of her political career. Accustomed to not 
caring about her looks while working in a physics laboratory, she never stood out in a feminine 
way and stayed in the background.99 On one of her first foreign affairs trips abroad, 
accompanying her former superior Lothar de Maiziere, he asked his office manager to take her 
shopping for new clothes.100 Her plain look helped her at the beginning of her political career, 
because her male competitors underestimated her as a Ǯgrey mouseǯ while her sharp intellect 
outmanoeuvred them.101 Her perseverance in wearing the same kinds of pantsuits with a simple 
helmet-hair look has forced the media to mostly give up on commenting on her clothes and 
hairstyle, besides a few exceptions.102  
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Feminist Germaine Greer commented on the subject in frank matters: ǲAll female politicians and women in public life should wear black and grey all the time.ǳ103 Observing her, it becomes 
evident she is following her own advice. But is dressing as plain and simplistic as possible the 
only solution for a female politician to get her voice heard?  
 
By comparing the overall newspaper coverage of these three female leaders, it becomes evident 
that they all developed individual strategies to deal with the mediaǯs focus on gender specific 
issues. Merkel and Clark both try to deflect from gender specific issues, Merkel might even have 
managed to perfect the gender-unspecific aura that usually only male politicians get treated 
with. By comparing the media coverage in five major German newspapers104 on Angela Merkel 
of the G7 summit that was hosted in Germany, Schloss Elmau, in June 2015, it seems that she 
was successful. The newspapers covered mostly topics that were discussed on the summit, like 
the Ukraine situation and the Greek dept crisis.  Two of the newspapers also mentioned trivial 
aspects, like the fact that President Obama planned to buy Lederhosen while he was there.105 For 
the German Chancellor, this kind of trivia coverage was lacking, one newspaper even pointed 
this out by comparing her reserved behaviour towards the German public to that of the US 
president.106  
 
Clinton, on the other hand, plays in a different league altogether. As a former First Lady, she knows about the American mediaǯs focus on objectifying female leaders. For a long time, she was 
only judged by the actions of her husband, former president Bill Clinton, and his affairs.107 Especially in the USA, this kind of Ǯboulevard pressǯ media attention towards the political elite 
seems to be the norm instead of the exception. The fact that Angela Merkel can still go to the 
convenience store around the corner in Germany without getting harassed (too much) by the public or the media speaks for the German pressǯ treatment of a politicianǯs private life.108 In the 
United States that would be unthinkable. After Hillary Clinton held a speech on her goal to fight 
climate change if she became President on July 27th 2015, most newspapers109 covered how this 
goal might benefit her for her presidential campaign. The Week, The Guardian and the New York 
Times all questioned if this goal is even feasible and how much her idea is framed by the current 
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trend in polls that shows how voters support a climate friendly candidate.110 The Daily Mail 
went so far as to accuse her of hypocrisy for going on a private jet after announcing she wanted 
America to become more climate-friendly. ǲIt’s that kind of hypocrisy that makes the majority of 
voters say Clinton is not honest and trustworthy.ǳ111 The Washington Post mentioned her climate 
resolutions only briefly, and moved on quickly to discuss the still ongoing mail server scandal 
related to her that has been in the media for the past months.112 Furthermore, the reporter compared this controversy to her husbandǯs scandals and rated her lacking behind to her husbandǯs political skills.113 None of the newspapers contemplated if the US needs a president 
that fights against climate change or why Mrs. Clinton would be an ideal candidate for this. The 
general bias lay in the question if she was just pretending to be climate-friendly to gain more 
voter support and whether this would matter in the long run since the Republican Congress 
would most likely hinder those goals anyway.114  
 
Helen Clark has recently received the highest award at the Kea World Class New Zealand Awards 
2015. In relation to this, media sources115 have covered the former New Zealand Prime Minister 
and the role she is currently playing as head of the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP). The overall theme in the media was her achievements as head of the UNDP and what 
her chances were on being elected next year as the successor to Ban Ki-moon as Secretary 
General of the UN, she would be the first woman in that position as well. Furthermore it was 
analysed how Clark would reform the UN if she became the next Secretary General116. In an 
interview with Stuff, she argued for more females in top positions and highlighted that ǲWe need 
to look at the structural supports that we give to families so that everyone can reach their potential.ǳ117  
 
By comparing the three case studies of media coverage of the three politicians a few trends 
become obvious: First of all, from the quality of the content both Merkelǯs and Clarkǯs media 
reportage gave appropriate information about the specific events without focusing on unimportant side information. )n Clarkǯs case it could be argued that this relates to the fact that 
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she is Prime Minister no longer and therefore gets treated less harsh in the scrutiny of the 
media. (illary Clintonǯs portrayal in the media on the other hand was far from neutral. As a 
presidential candidate, her actions get measured against their potential to contribute to her run 
for presidency, but in the investigated example this went so far that the original intent (inform about (illaryǯs climate policy) got little or almost no attention. By comparing this media 
treatment with the way other presidential candidates are portrayed in the media, it could be 
deduced how much of this is related to the heightened attention given to the presidential 
candidates and how much is related to her being a woman. Overall speaking, her media 
treatment in this example showed a quality that was subordinate to the reportage on Merkel and 
Clark and therefore confirms what Campus said about female politicians getting media coverage 
with a lesser quality, at least in her case; in the other two cases this hypothesis could not be 
confirmed.  
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Chapter 5: Reflecting on the change 
 
Overall, the percentage of females in parliament has nearly doubled in the last 20 years, but this 
still means that only 22% of the people in parliament are women.118 A positive trend, but not 
even close to equality in political ranks. By looking at the female politicians who made it, it 
becomes apparent that the glass ceilings that hinder women to reach highest political positions 
are often still present in different forms. ǲSome of the countries where women have won 
elections to high executive offices have been marked by some form of political or economic crisis.ǳ119 The benefit of the crisis is twofold: the previous candidate may have been discredited 
(through scandal or failure) and therefore the public embraces the newcomer more easily. 
Additionally, gender stereotypes might even work as an advantage, since the women could be associated with Ǯchangeǯ and Ǯrenewalǯ and as less corrupt than the previous candidate.120 A good 
example of this would be the former Nicaraguan president Violeta Chamorro who rose to power 
after a civil war.  
Angela Merkel and Helen Clark benefitted from the parliamentary systems they are in. Both 
were elected in a system where the emphasis rests more on the party that gets elected and less 
on the actual candidate, therefore the gender stereotyping gets reduced. Nevertheless, as the race gets closer, ǲcampaigns are frequently driven by the image and personality of the party leader.ǳ121 
 
Merkel, Clinton and Clark all come from a generation of women who grew up in a society that 
had strong patriarchal foundations. Women leaders were extremely rare and often 
discriminated against. They are the few who defied those stereotypes, who pushed through the 
expectations of not belonging there and defied the odds against their challengers. Many others 
never made it this far, therefore the numbers in political ranks today are still low. To answer the 
question whether IR is moving towards a less patriarchal structure, we would have to look at the 
number of women in political positions in twenty to thirty years – to a different generation of 
female leaders who grew up in a society where a female chancellor got re-elected two times, where the numbers werenǯt always against their odds (for example in students who study IR), 
and where women were encouraged to rise to the highest political ranks instead of being 
discouraged from it. By looking towards the countries that didnǯt have female presidents or 
prime ministers yet or only had one, there is often a female in the top ranks of the political 
parties who might end up having a chance of becoming head of state in the future, if society 
becomes more embracing towards the image of female leaders. In Great Britain, the leader of the 
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third biggest party is female (Nicola Sturgeon), in France Marine le Pen has proven herself as a 
competent leader of the far right party. The possibilities of Hillary Clinton becoming president 
have been evaluated earlier.  
 
On the other hand, people often still talk more about how leading female politicians are dressed 
than what they have to say. The role of the media in shaping the discourse showed how ǲwomen 
candidates receive disproportionate attention to their appearance relative to their male 
opponents, with media coverage focusing on a range of trivial issues such as clothes and hairstyle.ǳ122 In the media example of Hillary Clinton from the last chapter it became apparent 
that the quality of the coverage was reduced by the fact that she was compared to her husbandǯs, 
former President Clintonǯs, actions and the question whether she was even capable of fulfilling 
her promises was at the forefront. The support for Hillary Clinton as the first female US 
president is evident from many ranks in society123, but there are always voices that still think 
women have nothing to do in those positions.124 Some even go so far as to say that women like 
Hillary Clinton confirm the patriarchal hegemony in IR125, by becoming Ǯblokes in suitsǯ and 
therefore reinforcing the cultural dominance of the male leadership style.126 Angela Merkelǯs 
leadership style has been criticized for being dominant to a degree that kills democratic debate, since she doesnǯt leave room for the opposition to speak up.127 Thatcher had similar critiques 
during her terms and the British have restrained from re-electing a woman ever since. Will 
Angela Merkel set back the female participation in politics in Germany in a similar fashion when 
she leaves? And for every woman who made it to the top, there are others who failed, because 
the glass ceiling was impenetrable for them. Ségolène Royal in France went from a strong 
position at the start to being defeated at the end. In Venezuela, Irene Saez went from being front-
running candidate in 1998 to becoming third in elections.  
 
Feminists have fought for many years for equality for women in many parts of society. Their 
achievements have brought IR to the point it is right now, even though their fight is far from 
over. Nonetheless, to change the discourse away from the patriarchy maybe we donǯt need a 
president who is a feminist, maybe it is enough to change the system just by being the example 
of a different way of handling politics and still being successful. That is why women like Merkel 
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and Clark, who are allegedly not feminists, still change our approach to IR just by being a role 
model to follow. Overemphasizing gender might not even be healthy in letting IR grow to its next level, where it doesnǯt matter what gender the leader has, as long as he or she is the most 
capable for the office.   
 
A research study by Jack Zenger and Joseph Folkman showed that statistically women are better 
leaders than men.128 If only it was that easy to convince chauvinist voters to give female 
politicians a chance to prove themselves instead of going for a male candidate by default. 
Unfortunately many stereotypes about women not being able to make it into high leadership 
positions still persist and are furthermore rooted in problems that are related to the way our 
society works. If women have to decide whether they want to become successful political 
leaders or have children, then we will never have equal numbers in those positions. The sacrifice 
is not easily made, therefore many women chose family over career, a choice that does not affect 
men to the same extend.129 On these grounds, the change that has to happen to move towards a 
less patriarchal society is not only in our heads, but also in institutional settings, in the 
opportunities we create for working mothers in leadership positions and the importance we 
give to raising the next generation with the perspective of equal opportunities.  
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Conclusion 
 
The goal of this thesis to analyse whether we are moving to a less patriarchal society cannot be 
answered simply by yes or no. The complexity of the issue is reflected in the amount of opinions 
that exist, gravitating around the question whether we want more female politicians in high-
ranking positions and if we think they are capable of handling the job and the responsibilities 
that come with it. And even if everyone would be objective, there is also the issue with the 
institutional settings for women to reach those positions that often still lack the appropriate 
endorsements to include women in all their forms, as single mothers, or families; career women 
or part time workers. The role of the media to shape the discourse on female politicians has 
been exemplified in this thesis, from the quantity to the quality of the coverage for three female 
politicians in power today. It deduced, based on the existing theory by Campus on Murray on the 
relationship of female politicians and the media, that the quantity of the coverage has been 
equalized in the three case studies, the quality on the other hand was noticeably worse for (illary Clintonǯs media coverage. This generates the question if her popularity and previous 
achievements will be sufficient for her to finally become the first female US president in 2016, 
even though she is the front-runner candidate at the moment.  
Angela Merkel and (elen Clarkǯs media coverage was appropriate in quality, which means that 
at least in their cases the glass ceilings that are created through the media have been reduced decisively compared to the media treatment at the beginning of their careers. Mrs. Gillardǯs 
example showed nevertheless that this is not everywhere the case and that pointing out the 
objectifying behaviour of the media can have unfortunate results for the politician. Feminist 
writers and activists still have a lot of work to do until this stereotyping behaviour is condemned 
as unprofessional, since the message has to reach the general public and not only IR circles. But 
as long as the general trend goes towards a more inclusive system for female politicians, we can 
work with the hypothesis that maybe in 20 to 30 years the number of female politicians in 
power will finally be more representative of the gender ratio that exists in our world.  
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